302                   OUR EVOLVING CIVILIZATION

Turning now to the Qattara Depression, we find it is the largest of all,
for it is 180 miles long and seventy-five miles wide at the southern end
(Fig. 86). The most impressive feature is the long line of cliffs on the
northern side of the depression, for this face is 275 metres (900 feet)
high. The lowest point is near the western end, and is 400 feet below
sea level. It has been suggested that a tunnel be cut through the thirty
miles separating the depression from the Mediterranean, so that the
salt water might be evaporated in Qattara and yield valuable salts of the
sort obtained in large quantities from the Dead Sea. Possibly a good
deal of power might be developed also. A large proportion of the floor
is covered with sticky salty sand or sludge, which is nearly impassable.
In Ball's opinion8 this depression acts as a sump for the great subter-
ranean water sheet which supplies the springs found in the other oases
to the south.

During the next five months Rommel was unable to drive the
British from their positions along the lines of El Alamein. These ex-
tended for some thirty miles between the sea and the depression, and
the latter acted as a giant trench 900 feet deep and 180 miles long on
the southern flank of Montgomery's armies. Rommel made no attempt
to turn the British flank, for to the south-west extended the Libyan Erg,
the largest area of free-moving dunes in the world (Fig, 10). In the
meantime the armaments of the British had been vastly reinforced,
largely with the help of the United States. On October 23 Montgomery
was ready to drive the Germans back, and by November 5 Rommel
was repulsed from the lines which he had held so long. Three days
later the Americans landed in force in north Africa, and Rommel's
forces were caught and crashed by the two armies at Tunis and Bizerta
on May 7.

It is worth a final note that the difficulties of the fighting in north
Africa were greatly increased when Rommel reached the "young
mountain" topography in January and February. Before that he had
been fighting in the open country of the African shield area, where
battles of manoeuvre are relatively easy.0 The fighting in northern
Tunis was carried on amid the ranges of the Atlas, where the young

8J. Ball, "Qattara Depression" (Geographical Journal, October, 1933); with a fine
contour map of the depression.
9See the definition of a shield in the present volume, p. 8.